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A new inspector general for the troubled National Civilian Police (Policia Nacional Civil, PNC)
was installed on Oct. 14, filling a key post that had been vacant for six months. Under pressure, the
government backed down from its attempt to weaken the inspector general's office, paving the way
for final approval of the nominee, Victor Valle. Just how much improvement Valle will bring to the
PNC's organization and performance is open to speculation, judging from the lukewarm response
that he and other government officials gave to a new report critical of the PNC.
Furthermore, the latest controversy regarding police use of violence raises more doubts about
whether PNC conduct is improving at all. Public Security Minister Hugo Barrera appointed Valle on
Aug. 30, but the attorney general and the human rights ombudsman who have veto power over the
appointment refused to approve the selection of Valle because of changes in the PNC organization
made by President Armando Calderon Sol and Barrera. These changes included the creation of the
post of associate inspector general, to which Barrera unilaterally appointed his own candidate, Rudy
Medina. Medina is considered by many to have close ties to the governing Alianza Republicana
Nacionalista (ARENA).
Other changes decreed by the administration shifted considerable authority away from the
inspector general to the associate inspector general who was to report directly to Barrera (see
NotiSur, 10/13/95). The Medina appointment and the arbitrary changes in the PNC's structure
met stiff resistance from the human rights ombudsman, nongovernmental organizations, and
the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN), which petitioned the Supreme Court
to rule on the constitutionality of the reforms. Bending under the weight of heavy criticism, the
administration rescinded the reforms and Valle's appointment was promptly ratified by the attorney
general and the human rights ombudsman.
As the controversy surrounding the appointment process unfolded, a new report on the PNC by the
UN Observer Mission (MINUSAL) was made public, exerting more pressure on the administration
to respond to complaints about the police (see NotiSur, 11/10/95). The report was prepared at
the request of President Calderon Sol and is dated Sept. 28, although it was not released until
Oct. 18. The president asked outgoing MINUSAL director Enrique Ter Horst to prepare the
evaluation, which essentially summarizes PNC defects and irregularities that have been noted
by PNC critics for much of its three-year history. The report takes the PNC to task for not getting
rid of unauthorized police units that operate outside the formal control structure of the PNC, for
permitting meddling by political appointees in police affairs, and for its failure to plan for a longrange public security strategy.
The report also noted that the PNC has failed to carry out earlier MINUSAL recommendations.
These include the application of sanctions against police officers in connection with more than
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1,000 cases of alleged official misconduct. Among the reforms recommended in the report, one runs
counter to the administration's effort to place the PNC more directly under political control. Instead
of the centralized management of the PNC that would have been possible under the changes
made by the president and Barrera, the report advises that the PNC become more independent
of the Public Security Ministry. Official reactions to the report were tepid. PNC deputy director
of operations Roland Garcia said it contained "some assertions that are not quite true," and PNC
director Rodrigo Avila said the report was "unfair." Avila went on to explain that the PNC had not
resolved the problems mentioned in the report because of "technical difficulties," and not because
of any reluctance to make necessary reforms.
Even though Calderon Sol asked the UN to extend MINUSAL's mandate until next April and
solicited the evaluation from Ter Horst, Avila said, "People cannot come from other countries to tell
us when and how to do things." The president was more circumspect but did not heartily embrace
the document. "It contains some very good recommendations," said Calderon. "I will consider those
I feel are appropriate, and those I do not feel are appropriate I will not take into account. It is not a
binding or obligatory document." The newly appointed inspector general seemed to take his lead
from Calderon Sol. The report, Valle said, contained "timely" criticisms, but before taking them into
account, it would be necessary to verify that they are accurate. "I do not regard the MINUSAL report
as a blueprint for the work I have to do, but just as one element to consider," added Valle.
Meanwhile, police tactics in dislodging some 150 demonstrators from a public building incited a
new round of criticisms and demands for reform of the PNC. Members of the war veterans group
Asociacion de Ex Combatientes y Victimas de la Guerra (AEGES) occupied the offices of the Fund
for Protection of the War Wounded (Fondo de Proteccion al Lisiado de Guerra) on Nov. 23, taking
office workers hostage. The occupation was an attempt to force the government into negotiations
on the long-delayed completion of the indemnity program for ex-combatants in the civil war.
PNC riot police forcibly removed the demonstrators, killing one and wounding 15 others. Human
Rights Ombudsman Marina de Aviles condemned the office takeover as well as the PNC response,
saying the latter was another example of the PNC's "unnecessary use of force." Witnesses said
police opened fire on the unarmed victim, shooting him in the back as he fled. An official of the
human rights commission, echoing a common complaint that the PNC is poorly trained and led,
said that police at the scene "were nervous, inexperienced, under pressure, and did not use rational
judgment."
Though lamenting the loss of life, the president backed the PNC actions as necessary to rescue the
hostages. Government officials generally took the view expressed by Archbishop Fernando Saenz
that the police took action in defense of the human rights of the hostages. A newly formed veterans
group, Organizacion de Desmovilizados de las Fuerzas Armadas de El Salvador (ODEFAES),
threatened to escalate the conflict if the government does not punish the police who did the
shooting. "We are giving the government 72 hours to jail those responsible for hitting, kicking,
and killing unarmed people," said ODEFAES leader Marcos Garcia at a press conference on Nov.
27. The organization, he said, has hundreds of armed members ready to take to the mountains.
[Sources: Proceso (El Salvador), 10/18/95; El Salvador Watch, 10/27/95; Flor de Izote Weekly Report,
10/23/95-10/30/95; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 11/02/95; Inter Press Service, Reuter,
11/23/95; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 11/17/95, 11/25/95; Agence
France-Presse, 10/30/95, 11/27/95]
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